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U.S. Wants 3,000 New Robots for War

Up to 1,000 by Year’s End; Drive-off To Determine Winner
ROBOT ROUNDUP

Four companies have confirmed their interest in competing for the Pentagon's contract for 3,000 new combat robots,
and others may join the contest Aug. 13-15 when it formally starts at Redstone Arsenal, Ala., where each of the vehicles
will be put through its paces. A winner will be picked Sept. 14.

By KRIS OSBORN

Responding to a joint urgent
operational needs statement
from Iraq and Afghanistan, the
U.S. Army and Marine Corps
have launched a whirlwind
competition to buy up to 1,000
new bomb-detecting robots by
the end of the year — and 2,000
more within five years — with
deliveries to start next month.

The competition for the XBot
began with a July 17 solicitation
on the Federal Business Oppor-
tunities Web site for a proven,
remote-controlled robot weigh-
ing no more than 50 pounds and
operator control unit weighing
less than 20 pounds.

Over the past month, robot-
makers have been readying for
a “drive-off” Aug. 13-15 at Red-
stone Arsenal in Huntsville, Ala.,
that will determine the winner.
Remotely operated unmanned
ground vehicles (UGVs) will be
tested rigorously on a predeter-
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mined course, with operators re-
quired to guide them over rocks
and uneven terrain and through
water, to detect obstacles under
vehicles and test communications.

The victor will be crowned Sept.
14 with a contract for 101 robots.
The first must be delivered within
10 days, with up to 1,000 to enter
service by year's end. The aim is to
bring the number of U.S. military
robots in combat up to 5,000 by
year’s end, said Lira Frye, spokes-
women for U.5, Army Aviation and
Missile Command at Redstone.

Due to the urgent nature of the
request from U.S. Multi-National
Corps, Irag, the procurement
process is moving unusually fast,
Army and industry officials said.

Case in point? The Redstone test
is taking place in advance of for-
mal bids. Instead of a complex
process to become a competitor,
contestants will be able to register
when they arrive with their wares
at Redstone. And the winner will
be awarded the indefinite deliv-
ery/indefinite quantity contract vir-
tually on the spot.

The program is being spear-
headed by the Pentagon’s Robotic
Systems Joint Project Office
(RSJPO), formed in 2004 to man-
age burgeoning robot needs. The
Army’s Program Executive Office
for Simulation, Training and In-
strumentation (PEO STRI) will
oversee procurement.

“In 2006, U.S. military robots
performed more than 30,000 mis-
sions with thousands of lives
saved,” Frye said. “Anyfime you

can send a robot downrange in-
stead of a human, you are poten-
tially saving lives."

The first order will be for 101 ro-
bots with up to 3,000 more to fol-
low over a maximum period of five
years. The contract requires at
least 30 more robots be delivered
by Dec. 12, 30 more by Jan. 12.
However, the initial deployment
goal following the contract award
will be the rapid fielding of 1,000
robots, Frye said. :

To do that, the RSJPO drafted an
ambitious timetable condensing
the entire acquisition process,
from the joint urgent operational
needs statement to testing, bids,
contract awards and deployment,
to a mere two months.

“There has been a perceptible
increase in the speed with which
the Army acquires essential
equipment. Look at MRAP,” said
Loren Thompson of the Lexing-
ton Institute, referring to the
Mine-Resistant Ambush Protect-
ed vehicle that is a top Pentagon
priority to protect troops in Iraq.
“Not only is production of the
baseline version being accelerat-
ed, but they are already moving to
an MRAP II configuration.”

Industry

The contract, one of the largest
ever for UGVs, has aftracted the at-
tention of industry players special-
izing in lightweight robots with
combat experience. iRobot and
Exponent have confirmed their in-
tention to pursue the award, Also
participating is Worth, Ill.-based
Robotics Fx, maker of the 25-
pound Negotiator Tactical Surveil-
lance Robot now serving with
state, local and federal law en-
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forcement agencies.

Exponent, Menlo Park, Calif,,
builds the MARCbot-series, a 25-
pound reconnaissance robot used
in Iraq to detect improvised explo-

sive devices (IEDs) since April

2004, The MARCbot was devel-
oped as a low-cost, bomb-defect-
ing robot for the Army’s Rapid
Equipping Force in 2004,

At a cost of less than $10,000
each, the battery-powered robot
has a low-light camera, allowing
nighttime operations.

“Soldiers were walking up to sus-
pected IED’s and kicking their feet
at it. We developed some rough
prototypes, but even the rough
prototypes were able to determine
the presence of IEDs,” said Bill Co-
hen, MARCbot's principal engineer
for Exponent, who works in Bagh-
dad with the Army’s Rapid Equip-
ping Force.

The company has produced
nearly 1,000 of the series.

“People come up to me and say,
“You know what, your robot saved
my life last night,” Cohen said.

iRobot, Burlington, Mass., makes
the PackBot, the most numerous
combat robot, with more than
1,000 now serving with troops in
Afghanistan and Iraq.

Last month alone, iRobot was
awarded two contracts totaling
$17.5 million. PEO STRI ordered
14 PackBots with the ICx Fido Kit
and five PackBot Explosive Ord-
nance Disposal (EOD) robots for
$8.6 million, while Naval Sea Sys-
tems Command ordered 60 Pack-
Bot Man Transportable Robot Sys-
tems for $8.9 million for joint-serv-
ice EOD disposal.

“The good thing about the Pack-
Bot is that it is a capability that is
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fully rugged,” said Jim Rymarcsuk,
iRobot's vice president of sales and
marketing.

Depending on the variant, Pack-
Bots cost from $80,000 to $150,000
each. Their popularity has pro-
pelled military sales from $95 mil-
lion in 2004 to $142 million in 2006.

U.8. troops have been sending
PackBots into caves, buildings and
other high-risk areas to search for
enemies, intruders and explosives.
The robot ¢an be programmed to
perform other functions. “It has a
full computer on board,” Rymarc-
suk said, “With software down-
loads, you can add capability.”

Aside from the PackBot, iRobot
is considering entering into the
competition a robot similar to its
Small UGV (SUGV)-early, a version
of which is being developed by the
Army's Future Combat Systems
program. With smaller 18- to 20-
inch arms and high-performance
infrared cameras, the 30-pound
SUGYV is designed for surveillance
and reconnaissance missions.

“The SUGV is being developed
with the same basic digital archi-
tecture that is the PackBot, so we
expect to be able to add all of the
different mission capabilities,” said
Bob Bell, iRobot’s SUGV program
director. “It will look at and pull
the cover off an IED.”

Foster-Miller of Waltham, Mass.,
a part of QinetiQ, is expected to
propose a lightweight TALON ro-
bot, heavier versions of which are
now performing reconnaissance
missions in Iraq and Afghanistan,
Foster-Miller officials said. Al-
though most of its IED-detecting
surveillance robots weigh 115 to
140 pounds — too heavy for the
RSJPO’s 50-pound requirement —

Foster-Miller is pursuing design
changes to field a vehicle small
enough to qualify for the competfi-
tion, company officials said.

“Prior to this solicitation, we did
not have a 30- to 50-pound robot,”
Foster-Miller Vice President Bob
Quinn said. “We are working fever-
ishly to have a compliant entry.”

In a move to support the surge,

RSJPO on Aug. 8 placed a $51.5
million order for 250 more TALON
robots for combat engineers and
EOD technicians serving in Iraq
and Afghanistan. The order was a
response to service members in
theater, Quinn said. TALON robots
cost roughly $110,000 each.
- “This X-bot solicitation is for in-
fantry to get eyes around cor-
ners,” Quinn said. “Thirty-five- to
50-pound robots are good for ob-
servation, but for neutralization,
which includes detonating explo-
sives, heavier robots are offen
preferred.”

At the smaller end of the scale is
the Dragon Runner, a 9-pound
robot with ground sensors devel-
oped by the U.S. Marine Corps’
Warfighting Lab and Carnegie Mel-
lon University.

The 15-by-11-inch unit uses au-
dio and video sensors to beam im-
ages back to troops and is tailored
for urban combat. It can be driven
at 45 mph and survive being
thrown out of a three-story win-
dow, according to its makers' Web
site. The robot's electronics were
developed by Automatika, which
was bought by Foster-Miller, The
Dragon Runner is not expected to
enter the competition, Foster-
Miller officials said. M
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